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Helen A. Lindberg

KEEPING A SXWST OF HUMOR
Helen A. Lindberg
1o Alamwos Scientiflc Laboratory

Nev tachnical aditors face wmany problems
that are not discuwsed in college textbooks.
While working within the management etruc-
ture, they must asnalyse the nseds of ctheir
orgauisation, be sensiicive to individual per-
wonalizies, innovate, and gain scceptance for
nev and eore efficient vays of jrodyciog writ-
ten cormunications. Thie paper descrives some
simple and practical ideas from the experi-
ences of a new techoical editor for working
successfully with guthots and management to
improve attitudes cowaivd written prasenta-
tione, Th»se councepts vaan ' ‘lp tha technical
edito: tr increase che quality and accelerate
the prciuction of written commsunications from
draft to priated copy while wainraining a
eivil relati{onship with suthors and keeping a
vense of humor.

Why I thought T could ba a technical editor
I will never know. In my epare time I muse
upon it. Perhaps it wys becauss of the many
yesare 1 npent under tha tutelage of rather
atern yrammarians. Or uaybe it vas “he lean
2nllage years when I supplemented wy pitiful
income by grading freshman Eanglish papers. I
was, after all, a moderately succeseful wric-
er, and sfrer teaching the sciencas and wvork-
ing with «ngineers, I did uanderstand cheir
lingo. Moat I{mporcant, I thought [ had a
good sense of humor.

80 I occuplad my desk in wy nev office with
e false sense of confidence. Firac, the rou-
tine correpondence wa» brought to =me for re-~
view, and that wvas aot eo badj and if all the
raports wars to ba like the firet one 1 edi-
ted, I wor _d have them out of the wey in no
time. Its author was obviously Interested

in good writing, and I couvld undevetand his
subject. The raport was shor::. suceinect, and
lightly illustrated. When I filed the priat-~
ed copy of this firet report, I assured my-
eself thet indeed I could be a good editor.

However, I began to notice some disturbing
behavior emong my lellow group memhers. They
had not exactly flocked to my door to walcoma
me to the group—but [ knew they were busy
with their projects. I also noticed that when
I wvalked into an offica, its occupants suddaa-
ly got very quiet and very busy. As I peered
over the shoulders of an engineer pouring his
thoughts onto papar, wy unsoliciced suzgest-
ti-ns were coully receivaed.

Back at wy desk, [ though: about the hist~ry
of cthis group. It had beea recently trane-
ferred from one divisiom to another. Change
is unsettling, and some of the engineers, in-
cluding the group leader, had chosen to find
jobs alsevhere. The division to which we were
traneferred hed finsl reviewing authority on
all writcen communication and also had very
high writing standards. What had passed for
adequate uriting hefore was now unaczeptable.
Most papers were returned for corrections or
revrite. tThat was why 1 had been hired——to
improve the writing of the group. Could it be
that they were not as happy to have ma as [
had expected? With the dawning of this in-
credible possibility began the education of a
nev ctechnical editor.

Now that I knew there wus a problem, inse-
curity took the place of confidence. I began
to esk mysnlf a lot of questions about wvhy I
was hare and vhy T was staying. 1 reasoned
that wsomeone must have seen the need for thie
function in wy group or cha job would not aex-
jec. Withou: .he support of =y supervisors,
the con{:/en: of the authors, and the
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cooperation of the office etaff, I koaw I
could never successfully improve che qualicy
of my group's writing. The division wanage-
ment had se~ the standards that our writing
had to maser, and I wanted to know exactly
what was expected. Eo I epent an hour wich
the Division Office person who would review
all written cowmunication. Ba outlined the
review procedure, and my specific duties came
iato focus. Parfection in writing had never
bean coe of my objectives, but 1 quickly
adopted it.

Tn searching for a ntandard of perfection,
1 turned to our labcratory's frequently re-
vised otyle manual thar gives guidance on ac-
ceptad policies and procadures, report make-
up, and preferred usagn. I learned that this
vas complled by the senior editors who review
all formal reports after the divisions approve
“hem and before they are printed. Needing
ailias, I made their acquaintance. Thess edi-
tors vacame au invsluable source of infor-
mation and encouragement. They even offered
ma « ohort aporanticeship with rthem 80 I
could learn their procedurss. My questions
ansvered, I raturned to wy office with style
manual, the official Boglish handbook, the
recommended dictionary, and a knowledge of my
division's writing policies—all the tools I
thought I would need to begin the great refor-
mation.

I was no less ardent than your averige re-
formar. Surely these engineers would see the
necessity of complying with new writing etand-
ards. The group was grcving in aice, the re-
ports weres stacking up on oy desk, and compli-
ance would speed up the procass from draft to
printed copy. 1 read each paper saveral
times, dillgently seeking fcor awkvard coo-
struction, wisplaced wodifiers, dangling
infin{tives. My favorites were deadwood and
passive voice, and now tha authors could be
free of this verbiage end avkwardness. AL
last our language would allow them to take
credit for what they had done. Obviously, I
ves doing the author & favor by corracting
all his mistakes. Then I called him to my
offica to review his paper. (e was aubtly
shamed for his errore and encouraged to brush
his paper up a bit before it went om to high-
or levala of review.

Much to my oeurprise, the raformation was
not going so well., If the suthors vere uncom=
fortabla with the usa of personal pronouns,
they could not see why clircumlocutions like
"it was found that" and "it is thought that"
vere not good usage, eepacially in the eclan-
tific world. Thavy found amy rewriting an in-
sult and my raviews with them a bir like a
viglt with s Jchool marm. A »surprising rum-
ber of authors seemed to fael chat deteiled
editing and polishing of aven their own pap-
ers was a Jaste of their time. Most had many
defanses for their atyle of writing—it had
bean acceptable in .he past, they had been
taught to write that way, or all the arcicles
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in technical journals are writtean i{n that
style. Bome had been teught technical writ-
ing in recent college years and were Inoter-
ested in learning to write well. But wmost
wvere apathetic, apprehensive, and defeated,
and some were downright hostile.

The Division Office continued to raturm
written commmicstions for corrections of
errors I had missed. The crnstant retyping
wvas lotroducing new errors and making the of-
fice staff irritable. The Increased voluse
of paperwork had resulted in misplaced drafts
and {llustraticne. PEvery suthor's paper was
the most important one in the hopper, so sche-
duling became a headache. Morale was not im=
proving, the grumbling resched managssent, and
I felt like a failure. What had happened to
uy sense of humor?

A fev weeks avay ([rom work gave me the
chance to evaluate the situation and ay place
{n it. The problems could be grouped into
those pertaining to myself, the authors, aad
the office staff. I knev that Lf these pan-
ple wvera watisfied, then written communica-
tions would pass wore smoothly through the
many levals of reviev and approval. Already
I had the concern and backing of managemant
that are s0 nscessary to enforce the new stan-
darde. 80 firet, [ reconsitered wy attitudes
toward mysel! as an editor. I did not like
the gritchy parson I had becoms. [ had made
a lot of mistakes, but I hed learned fros
them. 80 I made esome rasolutiocns about ay
wvork.

o I would not take myself too seriously.
I knew I would make mistakes, and fel-
lov workere would be quick to point
them out. 80 I would learm co fake u
leugh through my eoarl, and maybe thay
would laearn to laugh, too.

o I would not always get my way, even
though ! was right.

o I would set reasonable schedules. Evso
on the busiest of daye, short braaks
rest tired minde and reduce errors.

o I would find a pleasant, quiet placae
to work where interruptiono are mini-
ized, even if I had to leave my of-
tice.

o I would continue to refresh wy know-
ledge of grammar through reading, re-
view and listeaning in on conversatioas
in the next room. I could always
learn souwsthing new, and a positive
feeling abour oy editing ability would
maka conflicts essler to face.

o I would try to be consistent in my ed-
iting. I would refrain from making
arbilir ry decleiona when grammar Iis
corrac. but styvle |+ not to ay likiag.
To do this, I would compiln a check=-
1isc of chings to look for so chat
avery paper received ejual treatment.

Nealing with the authore was an entiraly
different problem. Where modifying ay cwn be-
havior might be easy, modifving tha behavior



of suthore
chology.

My experiences at writing had shvwm wa that
an author exposes his ianer self vhen he com=
mits thoughts to paper; the pride of suthor-
ship is ever preseunt. Consequently, he is as-
pecially sensitive to criticism. 1If he is 8
scientist or engineer, he prodably enjoyed the
research and dreads the reporting. I had to
be more sensitive to these feelings if I was
to gain his confidence.

My interactions with suthors had not been
positive. But I had inferved from their atti-
tudes tovard me some things that T could do to
help them.

o I would review, not rewrite., I would
mark errors with proofreader's marks
snd make notes in the margin thst re-
fer to the style msmual or grasmar
handbook. Then the suthors could cor-
rect their own srrovs. Each ona knows
vhat he mesns and would prefer to write
it in his owm style. Besides, he
learns from corvecting, and his writ-
ing skill improves, reducing my work.

o I would schedule a revisw of his paper
at & place vhere he is coefortables and
a time when he is not harvassed by
telephone calls, colleagues, or tight
schadules.

o I would word my comments to him in a
positive way. Lvery paper has some
wmerits, and we sll like s pat on the
back. Ridicule, sarcasm, and negative
commenis breed resentment snd spprehen~
sion sbout the next writing assignment.

o I would emcoursge every author to take
s course in technical wriving. As-
sociastion with fellow sufferera from
other industries would help him to see
the commonality of the problem. Though
I expected that he would return prais-

would require coansiderable psy-
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ing the course but denying its spplica-
bility to him, 1 ¥knew that eventually
he would be proud of his improved wri-
ting.

o I would attempt to change old error
patterns by humorous instruction. Be-
ing aware of particularly troublesome
construction or commonly repeated eor-
rors, I would distribute memorandums
coutaining humorous examples of these
problsms. We would call these memo-
vanduss Billet Doux's (love letters)
and distribute them every few montha.

o With the concurrence and backing of
uanagewent, I would develop the idea
of a review tesm for papers or por-
tione of papers that are controvers-
ial or that are written by several asu-~
thors. Such papers were taking too
much time to reviev, and authors could
not agree. Maeting with the author(s)
and the mansgers who have final review
suthority, we would resd che paper out
loud sentence by sentence and let them
suggest and agree on correct wording.
Though this would be very time~consum-
ing, it seewad the only way to end
controversy and cvecling.

The problems of the suthor overlapped those
of the office staff when the typing, echedu-
ling, and movement of his paper twere involved.
The problem of frequeat retyping and new er-
rors were easily solved with the purchase of
a word processing system with a large amemory.
Time in typing, correcting, and re-editing
vas reduced, and because the new system was
fun to operste, dispositiona improved.

However, misplaced papers _ere still an em-
barrassment to the secretaries and a frus-
tration to the asuthors. S0 we designed an of-
fice log as pictured in PFig. 1. Each piece
of paperwork co. ag into the office for typ~

Tiott wms 18 10 o (For 001 00 soriooaet sotg}
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Fig. 1. The office log records every plece of paperwork and is used

by the secretaries for planning the office workload.
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The cover shect is used to record the movement of a paper

and to analyze the efficiency of office procedures.

ing is entered on this 12g by the senior sec~
retary. When a secretary takes a typing as-
signment, she inicials that entry; she dates
the entry vhen un aseigmment is ccapleted.
The log gives the senior secretary data for
planning the office workload, a record of ev-
ery document chat is typed, and an snswer for
the author when he asks who is doing hia work.

However, the log esolvad cnly a part of the
problem, Every typed document goes through
varying levels cf typing, proofreading, adit=-
ing, and approval. Often the secretary had
insufficlent Iinformation about the document
to prucess it properly. Ue needed a means of
collacting information about that document and
recording {ts movement through thesa channels
so that it did not miss a necessary step.

A cover shest like that in Fig. 2 1as filled
thac need. With input frow the suthor, the
senior secretary fills in the sheet and at-
taches it to every uemorandum, letter, or re-
port. The sheet will stay with the document

as it moves through every step from draft to
to final copy. As each person completes his
par: of the chain, he initials and dates the
sheet in the appropriate box. This history
of a paper not only keeps track of its move-
meat, but also provides data that are graphed
at regular intervals te study the efficiency
of our office procedures. The covar sheet al-
so gives haggard writers a chance to take out
their frustrations by counting and nurking
the number of errors to be corrected.

With these two forms, the office staff and
I weare cegaining our credi{bility with the au-
thors. BRut one refinesent remained to be made
in our procedures. Formal reports such as
those printed and distributed to government
agencies and induscry were & unique problam.
Bacause of delays, last year's annual report
vas often printed this year. Our customers
vere rightfully peevish, and funding and jobs
could Ye jeopardized. A report along with the
vellum originals for {ts illuetrstions could
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i'ig. 3. The status board makes visible the
location and status of every formal
repore.

mysteriously disappear, cover sheet and all.
The author was very sure he had givem it to
the secretary, vho was very sure she had giv-
en it to me, and I had never seen it. Though
someone usually sheepishly eppeared with it,
with so many reports in process at one time,
we needed a mesns of tracking each one.

The "status board" thac sppeared outside my
office not only =olved this problem but also
restored a sense of humor to the entire pro-
c4ss. This board shown in Fig. 3 {s not fan-
cy. W2 made ours out of a 4~ by S-ft bulle-
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tin board with bright poster board strips sta-
pled to it for cerd holders. Labels ov each
strip indicate the various steps from draft
typing to printing, including & slot titled
"HOLD" for unavoidable delays like illness ox
travel. When a new paper is brought in, a 4-
by 6-in. cerd is typed giving title, author,
and project number. Everything that happens
to the paper is logged on the card by date,
action, snd initisls. Unlike the cover sheet
that stays with the document, these cards are
placed in the slot representing the curreant
status or location of that report. Within a
given slot, cards are placed jeft to rignt in
the order that the paper will be processed in
that step.

Now the entire report load of the office is
visible to everyone in the group. No one can
faleely blame another for delays. Grumbling
is declining, work schedules can be planned
at a glance, and authors no longer have to
Guestion stammering secretaries and the embar-
rassed editor as to the vhereabouts of their
papers.

Sometimes the gtatus board takes on the
character of a game board. The person respon~-
sible for each slot likes to keep hia free of
cards by moving cards to snother slot. While
good natured jostling goes oun, work at any
given step is completed faster. The status
board has been nicknamed "the ladder of suc-
cess". Group members often adopt a favorite
and watch its progress. The author of g par-
ticularly tedious paper takes his share of
ribbing as his card moves down more often than
up. But when it fiaally reaches the top and
copiea arrive from the printer, the card is
retired to a file and a party celebrates the
completion,

I think visibilicy is the reason for the
success of the status board. But whatever
the reason, good humor and a group spirit
have returned to our organi: ition. By meet-
ing the challenge of a crisis, we have all
learned that good writtea communications are
produced by a cooperscive effort. We are
still vorking on waya to improve our proce-
dures. But one thing is sure. Though I had
the managerial support and all the right dic-
tionsries, handbooks, and policies, I had for-
gotten the technical aditing tool most essen-
tisl to & successful cereer, most difficult to
obtain, and most easily lost--a sense of
humor.



